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+HU0DMHVW\·V3KLORVRSKHUV 
 
Alan Smith 
 
Hampshire: Waterside Press; 2013; pp.214, ISBN: 978-1-904380-95-5 pbk  
 
Reviewed by Cormac Behan, Lecturer in Criminology, Centre for 
Criminological Research, University of Sheffield.  
 
Alan Smith taught philosophy in prison for 14 years and this book recounts 
his experiences, observations and commentary on teaching inside. Building 
on his regular reports in the Guardian, this book, however, is about much 
more than teaching philosophy behind bars. It examines prison regimes, 
penal power, desistance, and the potential for change in coercive 
institutions; subjects that would interest all those seeking to understand 
prison life and the lives of prisoners.  
 
From his first day teaching in prison, Smith tells us that he made up his 
PLQG WREHSRVLWLYHDERXW WKHSHRSOHKHPHW ¶LQSULVRQVRPHPHQDFKLHYH
PXFK WKDW LV WR EH FHOHEUDWHG DQG DGPLUHG· S.10) and after having heard 
about prisoners· experiences he was adamant how absurd ZDV ¶any talk 
about the softness of the system: the populist suburban rubbish about 
holiday camps and criminals doing better than ordinary hard-working 
people and so on·S His philosophy classes traversed into literature, art, 
politics and history. He taught subjects such as Epistemology and 
Philosophy of Mind, and using the Socratic Method, he and his class 
dialogued on Rousseau, Kant, Bentham, Mill and Marx.  
 
While Smith is a passionate advocate of education, he is also realistic and 
observes that even with the best education, programmes and support in 
prison, from some, the challenges on release remain almost surmountable. 
He describes how Luke told him that on leaving prison, he was so worried 
about going for an interview for a college course that he couldQ·WVOHHSWKH
QLJKW EHIRUH ¶,·YH RQO\ MXVW ZRUNHG RXW ZK\ , ZDV VR VFDUHG (YHU\ RWKHU
interview in my life had been with the police; so you could say I was a bit 
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GHIHQVLYH· S /XNH EHJDQ WKH FRXUVH EXW VRRQ DIWHU KLV KHDOWK
deteriorated as a result of previous drug use and his life fell apart. He left 
university and the next time Smith saw Luke was in handcuffs on the local 
news. He eventually made his way back to the philosophy class after five 
years of freedom, the longest period of his adult life. He was now nearly fifty 
years of age and serving his twelfth period of imprisonment. Luke said to 
KLP¶´,·YHMXVWJRWWRKDYHWKHZDOOVDURXQGPHµ·6PLWKODPHQWHG¶,WPDGH
my heart sink. Now he is free once more, but he will need some walls 
around hLP DQG , GRQ·W VHH ZKHUH WKH\ ZLOO FRPH IURP· S +RZHYHU
there were success stories. In the same philosophy class as Luke was 
Gerard. His achievement, like that of so many others who turn their lives 
around, was largely due to the determination of the student, but also down 
to institutions and individuals willing to give former prisoners another 
chance. Colleg Harlech in Wales is one such institution. After completing the 
induction year, Gerard was offered a university place and was last heard of 
successfully undertaking a degree in art.  
 
Smith rails against the managerialism that is permeating all areas of 
education, and especially the politicians and policy makers who want to 
offer students in prison only training and subjects that will increase 
employability skills. He explains how, IRU WKH ¶IOXII\ VXEMHFWV· VXFK DV
philosophy, literature, creative writing and art) to survive in the current 
climate, teachers must be creative. To fulfil his objectives on paper, he 
referred to philosophy as AdvancHG7KLQNLQJ6NLOOV¶1RWDOLHDQG\HWLWJLYHV
the impression that I might be doing something psychological, something 
WKHUDSHXWLF ,PLJKWZHOOEH· SSmith was told by Debbie, the cookery 
teacher that in contrast to her previous positions (cooking for millionaires 
and on the Royal Train), the budget for the cookery class at 60 pence per 
head was somewhat more modest. He reflected on his visit to the cookery 
URRP ZKLFK ZDV ¶WKH PRVW FDOP DQG GRPHVWLF HQYLURQPHQW There is, 
anyway, something human and comforting about food but the juxtaposition 
of the kitchen and the often oppressive maleness of the prison made cookery 
D SODFH WR EUHDWKH PRUH HDVLO\· 6RRQ DIWHU WKH FRRNHUy class was ended. 
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¶6RPHERG\VRPHZKHUHRQDELJIDWVDODU\I suppose, FRXOGQ·WVHHWKHSRLQW
RILWGLGQ·WWKLQNWKDWWKHSHQFHZDVZHOOVSHQW·(p.124). 
 
Smith recounts the mundane, the bizarre and the surreal that permeates 
prison life, astutely observed by a remarkable story-teller. In one class, the 
subject turns to the legend of Christ visiting England and this exchange 
between two students encapsulates the seriousness of the subject and the 
small ways individuals survive imprisonment (pp. 89-90).  
¶2K \HDK· VDLG 7HG ¶LPDJLQH KLP DW LPPLJUDWLRQ" ´Nationality?µ  
´Palestinianµ ´Reason for the visit?µ ´Building Jerusalem.µ 
´Profession?µ ´Son of Godµ 7KLQNWKH\·GOHWKLPLQ"¶7KH\·GMRJKLPRQ
straightaway.·  
Brian, though is not put off. He starts tRVLQJ ¶$QGGLGWKRVHIHHW LQ
DQFLHQW WLPHV· DQG ZH MRLQ LQ ,Q WKH PLGGOH RI WKH ZDOOV DQG WKH
razor wire and the gates and the lock, bolts and bars, signing 
Jerusalem.   
 
Having taught ¶IOXII\ VXEMHFWV· in prison for over ten years, this book 
reminded me of the resilience, determination and humour necessary to 
ameliorate the harshness of prison life for those sentenced to serve time 
inside. Smith also reminds us of the potential for education in coercive 
institutions and how prison schools can provide a haven, while abating 
some of the damage done by these environments. More studies such as 
these, from those who work and especially those who serve time in prison 
will help shine a light into an institution that tends to the stir the public 
imagination in times of crises or conflict and rarely during periods of routine 
so elegantly described LQ6PLWK·VERRN 
 
